Occupational stress is a major hazard for many workers. Increased workloads, downsizing, overtime, hostile work environments, and shiftwork are just a few of the many causes of stressful working conditions. This factsheet addresses some of the causes of workplace stress and solutions for change.
What is occupational stress?
The human body has a natural chemical response to a threat or demand, commonly known as the "flight or fight" reaction, which includes the release of adrenalin. Once the threat or demand is over the body can return to its natural state. A STRESSOR is an event or set of conditions that causes a stress response. STRESS is the body's physiological response to the stressor, and STRAIN is the body's longer-term reaction to chronic stress. Occupational stress can affect your health when the stressors of the workplace exceed the employee's ability to have some control over their situation or to cope in other ways. For example:
⇒ Workers are overburdened with workloads that remain high regardless of their efforts: the workload is the STRESSOR ⇒ Employees feel anxious and their heart rate speeds up because they can not control their workloads: that is STRESS ⇒ Increased blood pressure, insomnia, or chronic headaches: that is STRAIN
What are the sources of stress?
PEF members have experienced dramatic changes in the workplace. There has been a constant barrage of anti-government, anti-state worker rhetoric from inside and from outside of state service. Delayed state budgets, budget deficits, and prolonged contract negotiations have become the norm. This has led to stressful working conditions for PEF members faced with: ⇒ Downsizing/Privatization 
Strategies for solutions
Getting affected members to work together with union representatives is key in addressing occupational stress. Documenting the problem is an important first step. This could include worker surveys, hazard mapping, analyzing existing employer data such as injury & illness logs or workers' compensation data, or tracking staffing patterns. Where management cooperation is viable, the union and affected members can engage in a joint process to identify occupational stressors and develop interventions that will reduce stress. This can be done through health and safety and labor/management committees and training and education programs. Strategies may include involving workers in job and workplace design, having input on shift schedules, and/or developing a workplace violence prevention policy or program.
Where management is not cooperative, the union can conduct its own campaign holding peer group meetings, filing mass grievances, or waging a public awareness campaign.
